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Research Project: Case Study based on an Electives Experience
 An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards

	Targets
	How have you worked on this?
	An example can be found on…

	Target 1
· Consider advantages and disadvantages of any proposed strategies
	Investigating the pros and cons to each method discussed
	Throughout the whole text but more so in the research method section

	Target 2 
· Revise Harvard referencing technique  
	Carefully considered throughout when referencing 
	Throughout the whole text 






The aim of this essay is to conduct small scale research in hope to explore and identify strategies that can be used as part of our own future practice and professional development. My intended outcomes of the study was to gain a deeper knowledge and understanding of the strategies and interventions used within foundation phase to support children with adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). The reason for my concentration in this field is not only my strong interest in the well-being of the child, but the fact that every childs well-being lays the groundwork for their overall development. In hindsight, the new Welsh curriculum adopts a holistic approach to well-being in education, centring it around children’s, physical, intellectual, emotional, and social development in the form or four key purposes (‘Health and Well-being: Introduction - Hwb’, 2019). As well-being is involved in every aspect of the new curriculum, a developing practitioner like myself, needs to take action of their professional learning by using their professional learning passport (PLP) as a means of prompting professional growth by participating in “small scale action research” with local communities, creating opportunities to deepen knowledge and highlight implications within practice (Welsh Government, 2019, pp. 48 - 50). Whilst also building a repertoire of knowledge to use for my own practice. The school whereby I conducted my research is based in deprived urban area of Swansea, where I was informed that over 50% of children have free school meals (FSM) and that they have high levels of children with additional learning needs (ALN). My focus group for this research was the whole of the foundation phase including nursery and the well-being leads within the school, including the family liaison officer and ALN coordinator (ALNco). My research question was “what interventions or support is there for children with ACEs and their families within the foundation phase?.” The specific nature of my question meant that my study would be refined, and I would be able to get answers to expand my prior knowledge on child well-being.


Lit review 

The impact of ACEs on overall well-being especially within educational settings has had significant attention in recent years. This literature review aims to explore the existing research on the relationship between ACES and wellbeing in education. Adverse childhood experiences have been defined by Young minds (2019, cited by Royal Manchester children’s hospital 2021) as 

   “Highly stressful, and potentially traumatic, events or situations that occur during childhood and/or adolescence. They can be a single event, or prolonged threats to and breaches of the young person’s safety, security, trust, or bodily integrity.” 

   The impact of ACES on children can cause toxic stress, which can significantly affect the brain development. According to a study conducted by Felitti et al (1998), there is a direct correlation between the number of ACEs a child experiences and the likelihood of them facing mental health issues or resorting to substance abuse in adulthood. As professionals, it is crucial for us to comprehend the effects of ACEs on children, enabling collaborative efforts with support systems to assist children in coping with their experiences. By providing interventions that aid children in processing these events, we can mitigate the long-term impacts of ACEs in adulthood. Beyond averting challenging behaviour or mental health disorders in later years, interventions can also be instrumental in evoking positive memories and experiences, thereby reducing the detrimental effects of ACEs on children’s overall development (‘Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) – Child Welfare Information Gateway’, 2022). Mitigating adverse childhood experiences proves advantageous, as outlines by the CDC (2021), with lowered risks of mental health issues and risky behaviours. Furthermore, it contributes to increased educational benefits and acts as a preventative measure in breaking the cycle of passing ACEs on to subsequent generations.
   High stress levels in childhood can impair cognitive performance Data from the National Survey of Children’s Health show that nearly one quarter of children younger than 17 y have experienced two or more of these adversities, however, studies have showed that children who are exposed to more than one ACE have a “worse cognitive outcome” (Guinosso et al., 2015). Researchers Ji and Wang agree with this as they conclude “cognitive flexibility is significantly influenced by ACEs” should the incidence of ACEs be high (Ji and Wang, 2018). ACEs are said to affect cognitive function by causing a “less efficient memory, executive functions and emotional disorders” (Misty A.W. Hawkins et al., 2021), a less efficient memory was proven in a study conducted by Ji and Wang (2018) where they found that the reaction time of children with ACEs was longer than those without ACEs.

A report by Estyn (2020), states that “Schools that best support vulnerable pupils, including those with ACEs, place the wellbeing of every child at the forefront of their work.” In these schools, a strong emphasis is placed on creating a safe and nurturing environment for both students and staff, fostering happiness. Leaders demonstrate a deep understanding of their students and families, engaging openly and positively with a non-judgmental approach. They recognize and address the challenges faced by students who have experienced trauma, aiming to help them become resilient, well-adjusted, and happy individuals. School governors ensure that policies prioritize equality, including positive discrimination. The recruitment of staff aligns with the school's vision of nurturing students and building positive relationships with families and the community. The way in which schools support children with ACEs is either through well-being interventions or by providing daily opportunities to talk about their feelings and emotions. It’s the schools whose staff best understand the pupils and have the stronger relationships with their pupils that has more of an effective impact in supporting children with ACEs (Knowing your children -supporting pupils with adverse childhood experiences (ACES), 2020). 
   Students facing challenging circumstances often encounter limited opportunities for socializing and may struggle with confidence in forming friendships. Some schools utilize the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) to finance targeted support initiatives like nurture groups, which focus on teaching socialization skills and coping strategies. Despite facing notable social, emotional, and behavioural challenges, students in such programs tend to show positive progress within these learning environments. 
   Supporting well-being involves two primary types of interventions: Universal Interventions, encompassing practices such as mindfulness, anti-bullying, and peer support; and Targeted Interventions, which include individual therapy, group therapy, and individual behaviour support (School Based Interventions, 2021).
   The literature review explores the substantial attention given to the impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) on overall well-being, particularly within educational settings. ACEs, defined as highly stressful or traumatic events during childhood and adolescence, have been associated with toxic stress, significantly influencing brain development. Studies reveal a direct correlation between the number of ACEs and the likelihood of mental health issues or substance abuse in adulthood. Recognizing the need for comprehensive understanding, professionals emphasize collaborative efforts with support systems to help children cope with ACEs, employing interventions to mitigate long-term impacts. Notably, mitigating ACEs proves advantageous, contributing to lowered risks of mental health issues and risky behaviours, enhanced educational benefits, and breaking the cycle of passing ACEs to subsequent generations. Additionally, schools play a pivotal role by creating safe environments and offering support through well-being interventions, daily discussions about feelings, and targeted strategies, such as nurture groups. Understanding the impact of ACEs on cognitive function further underscores the importance of tailored support and interventions in educational settings.


Case study 

Case studies have been defined by Simmons (2009, p.21), Robson (1993, p.146), Yin (1994, p.13), Gall et al (2005) and Thomas (2017) as in-depth, holistic, empirical investigations with a small sample in real-life contexts: developing an understanding of a specific topic using a range of methods for data collection. Case studies are a suitable method to obtain in-depth contextual data about specific real-life subjects (McCombes, 2022). When creating a case study, it’s important to remember that it consists of two parts, the subject, and the object. The subject in a case study would be a person or place and the object would be the analytical frame or object (Thomas 2021). In my study the subject was children with ACEs and their families, and the object was the interventions and strategies used to support them. Once I had determined both the subject and object I could then begin to think about my research methods. As I wanted to learn about what interventions are put in place to support children with ACEs I decided that I would need to gain qualitative data and I would do so using informal semi-structured interviews with the intervention leads in the school. 
    Before conducting any research, a problem statement needed to be constructed. A problem statement is key to highlighting the purpose of the research it’s a chance to state the issue you wish to address, why it is important, how you are going to collect the information and then the purpose in which you are doing so. There are three key things to consider when developing a problem statement, and that is that they need to be concise, specific, and measurable (‘How to write a problem statement - Paperpile’, 2017).
   Researchers use the case study method to “build upon theory, produce new theory, to dispute or challenge theory, to explain a situation, to explain or to describe a phenomenon or an object” (Krusenvik 2016). 
   As with many things, case studies have their pros and their cons. One of the advantages of using a case study approach claimed by Zainal is the “detailed qualitative accounts often produced in case studies not only help to explore or describe the data in real-life environment, but also help explain the complexities of real-life situations” (Zainal, 2017, p.4), providing access to numerical data and explaining the rationale behind the strategies used as well as their interactions with other strategies. According to Cronin (2014, cited by Krusenvik, 2016) a case study is an appropriate method to gather both qualitative and quantitative data, its gives you a wider range of methods to gather data, using interviews and questionnaires. Flyvbjerg (2006, cited by Krusenvik, 2016) also agrees with Zainal (2017) that case studies are good for closing in on real life circumstances and evaluating theories in direct relation to phenomena as they manifest in real-world settings. As my study investigated the strategies used to support children with ACEs, I was conducting research within a live school, observing, and obtaining data in real-life situations, observing interventions, and conducting interviews.
Flyvbjerg (2004) suggests there are five disadvantages of a case study research. However, one of the most critiqued problems is “one cannot generalize from a single case.” Stake (1978, cited by Krusenvik, 2016) says that because “studies are highly specific…they only relate to a particular context of a few units”. It’s said that case studies can lack scientific methods and rigour. Solberg Soilen and Huber (2006, cited by krusenvik, 2016) state that the areas observed in case studies are “too narrow to be able to draw scientific conclusions. Case studies have received Criticism as a research tool for its lack of robustness and the volume of data collected can make it difficult to apply to a larger population (What Is a Case Study in Psychology? (With Methods and Steps) | Indeed.com Canada, 2022)


Research methods 

There is a structured process when research designing. Thomas (2017) designed a table to help researchers structure their investigations . The first stage to designing your research is to find a purpose to base it on an interest of yours that you are curious about, find out what already exists and if there are any gaps in research that you could help narrow. Stage 2 is finding out what area you want to investigate, for me it was what strategies are used to support children with ACEs in foundation phase. Ensuring your research question is specific will help you gain rich data. Stage 3 is deciding how you are going to collect your data and what data you want or need for your study. based on my research question, I needed to gather qualitative data rather than quantitative. Stage 4 is the design frame of the research, whether it’s an action research, longitudinal study, or case study. once you have concluded what type or research you are undergoing, you can decide on what data gathering techniques you are going to use to obtain the most data.
   The research methods I decided to use were a combination of informal semi-structured interviews which is a “qualitative research method that combines a pre-determined set of open questions” (Barclay, 2018) they provide the interviewer opportunities to explore more deeply the responses given if necessary, thus gaining a better understanding of the topic at interest. Observations was my other choice of methodology, seeing how the interventions were implemented throughout foundation phase and observe how they are carried out both individually and as a group I thought would be beneficial to my understanding and perceptions of the strategies used. Observations enable researchers to identify things that programme leaders or participants might not regularly notice or mention during an interview, observations can shed light on how programmes function and what they entail (Observation, 2014). I opted to utilize audio recordings during my interviews instead of relying on notetaking. This approach allowed me to concentrate on absorbing the information without the need for simultaneous notetaking. I found it more advantageous, as it enabled me to accurately recall and document the interviews accurately, ensuring a clear and transparent record of the conversations (cook, 2018). According to cook (2018), note-taking can be distracting for both the interviewer and interviewee, potentially leading to the oversight, forgetfulness of important information. This sentiment is echoed by CSR – Center for strategy research Boston (2006) as cited by Cook (2018).
  Before entering the school premises, I formulated a timetable, designating specific days and times for research activities (refer to page 2 in the appendices). This proactive step allowed me to organize and allocate my time effectively, ensuring optimal utilization of the limited timeframe available for research. Upon arrival, the school provided us with its own timetable, outlining scheduled discussions with the well-being and family liaison officer and designated slots for observing interventions in action. Having a planned approach helps the researcher identify the “focus, method and goals whilst outlining the research project” (All, 2020)
   Going into my interviews I had a few baseline questions that I intended to ask each intervention lead (see page 3 of the appendices). I started all interviews with the same question and let the conversation go from there, my questions were all open ended and with some of the Reponses given, they covered other areas of my pre-set questions.
   Interviews offer advantages as a research method, including the ability to address the low response rates often seen in questionnaires or surveys (Austin, 1981, as cited by Barriball, K.L. and While, A. 1994). They enhance comparability by ensuring consistent answering of questions by each respondent (Baily, 1987, as cited by Barriball, K.L. and While, A. 1994). Additionally, interviews are well-suited for exploring attitudes, values, beliefs, and motives, as noted by Richardson et al. (1965) and Smith (1975), cited by Barriball, K.L. and While, A. 1994). Alongside this it “provides qualitative data to compare to previous and future data” (Shakespeare, 2023). I felt that within my interviews I was able to freely ask additional questions that I had about what had been said or what I had heard from other sources (see highlighted in Transcript C, page 29 in the appendices). Nonetheless, employing interviews as a data collection method comes with certain drawbacks. Researchers like Adams (2015) acknowledge that this approach can be time-consuming, and identifying qualified participants may pose a challenge. There is also a risk of introducing bias through leading questions during the interview process (Shakespeare, 2023). Additionally, Brinkmann (2020) points out that contemporary interview participants often possess a heightened awareness of their role in the conversation. In my own experience with the interviewees, it seemed that they were familiar with the anticipated questions and had rehearsed their responses. However, despite this scripted appearance, their answers proved comprehensive and covered all relevant aspects.
   Observation strategies provide a swift and straightforward approach, enabling the observation of people's behaviour and interactions or the outcomes resulting from such behaviour or interactions, noting physical characteristics in their natural settings. Observations can take two forms: overt, where individuals are conscious of being observed, or covert, where they remain unaware of being observed while the observer remains hidden. There is also the distinction between direct and indirect observation. Direct observation involves watching interactions and behaviours as they unfold in real time, while indirect observation focuses on monitoring the outcomes or results of interactions (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018).

Data presentation and analysis

Considering the nature of my research, it is essential to prioritize the privacy of participants and handle their shared information with utmost sensitivity. In this study, confidentiality will be given precedence over anonymity, aiming to facilitate the triangulation of data. The process of triangulating data initiated by identifying key aspects from each interview that correlated with one another, seeking a comprehensive understanding of how the school supports the well-being of children with Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (Carter et al., 2014). Qualitative data is commonly presented using "illustrative quotes" (Anderson, 2010), where these quotes are considered raw data and subjected to analysis with an accompanying explanation for their selection. Data collected from interviews existed in the form of audio recordings and was later transcribed. Regarding the observations, they were categorized into specific year groups, accompanied by observation notes for each category. The entirety of the gathered data was presented back to the school, emphasizing the inspirational aspects observed and communicated (see page 19 in the appendices).
   Throughout the research process, the presentation and analysis of qualitative data played a pivotal role in extracting meaningful insights. A combination of interviews, transcripts, and observations allowed for a comprehensive and rich dataset. Interviews served as a platform for a thorough exploration of participants' perspectives, transcripts acted as meticulous records of conversations, and observations, capturing real-time behaviours and interactions, contributing a dynamic layer to the qualitative data. Thematic coding during analysis was instrumental in identifying recurring patterns, themes, and implications within the collected information, a strategy that helps organise and describe data(Braun and Clarke, 2006) This qualitative approach not only facilitated a degree understanding of the researched phenomenon but also enabled the exploration of divergent viewpoints. The combination of interviews, transcripts, and observations resulted in a holistic and contextually rich dataset, significantly enhancing the depth and validity of the qualitative analysis. Access to the data will be restricted solely to the researcher, with stringent safeguards in place. In adherence to the ethical guidelines outlined by BERA (2018), the name of the school will be kept anonymous, as detailed in the ethics form (refer to page 17 in the appendices), ensuring that only I will have access to the collected data. As all the gathered data is qualitative, it provides a comprehensive understanding of the researched phenomenon.


Ethics and positionality
	
Highlighting the paramount significance of ethics and positionality in this research, it is essential to acknowledge their purpose. Ethical principles are crucial in any human research endeavour, playing an essential role in safeguarding the dignity, rights, and welfare of the participants (WHO, 2016). Ethics will provide a structured framework for researchers to ensure that morally sound decisions and actions are being undertaken. When addressing the ethical considerations of my research, I adhered to the BERA 2018 guidelines, particularly in the development of a consent form for participants. Obtaining consent or assent, especially when dealing with participants below the legal age, is imperative in human research. In this study, as the participants were adults, they could provide consent themselves. An integral aspect of consent forms involves transparently disclosing intentions, the research purpose, and the reasons for engaging with participants (refer to page 17 & 18 in the appendices). 
One of the BERA guidelines for researchers is to 

   “Ensure that all potential participants understand…what is involved in a study… why their participation is necessary, what they will be asked to do, what will happen to the information they provide, how that information will be used and how and to whom it will be reported” (BERA, 2018. p.9)

Positionality refers to the specific stance or position that a researcher consciously adopts within a study (Wilson et al., 2022). The effects that positionality can have on research is the bias that may come with it. positionality and bias are closely interconnected in the research process. The positioning can shape the way researchers perceive and approach a study and the bias, on the other hand, may occur when the researcher's preconceived notions or personal beliefs influence the research process, potentially leading to skewed results (Types of Bias in Research | Definition & Examples, 2019). My position within the study was the outsider as I was outside of the group that I was investigating. 

Results

Returning to the emphasis placed by Estyn (2020) on schools prioritizing the well-being of vulnerable students, particularly those with Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), it is evident that the school in question is resolutely committed to placing well-being at the forefront of its operational ethos. The integration of well-being is not merely a perfunctory measure but a comprehensive, school-wide approach, vividly presented through vibrant displays that adorn corridors and classrooms. This commitment extends beyond the school's confines, as evidenced by its extensive collaboration with external agencies, forming robust partnerships designed to offer tailored support for both children and their families.
   Observations conducted within the school provided tangible evidence of its dedication to well-being. A notable implementation is the adoption of a check-in system in all classrooms, aligning seamlessly with Estyn's (2020) recommendation for daily opportunities that allow students to express and discuss their emotions. This practice not only facilitates emotional expression but also underscores the school's commitment to creating a supportive environment for open dialogue about feelings.
   A cornerstone of the school's approach to well-being is the incorporation of the Thrive program. This program is not only visually integrated into the school environment but also serves as a tool for assessing children with ACEs. The symbiotic relationship between the Thrive program and a staff that is trauma-informed reflects a nuanced understanding of the profound impact ACEs can have on learning and behaviour. This approach goes beyond mere acknowledgment; it actively informs the school's strategies for providing effective support (Kaufman, 2020)
   To further augment emotional regulation and processing, the school has designated specific areas known as regulation zones, chill zones, and sensory rooms. These spaces serve as havens for students to navigate their emotions, promoting improved academic performance (Zones of regulation interventions - Specialist interventions - Interventions - Services - HSR Psychology - Clinical and educational psychology service for children and young people, based in Manchester., 2024) and fostering positive social behaviour (Self-regulation in children and teenagers, 2021). Such initiatives go beyond traditional educational methodologies, recognizing the intrinsic link between emotional well-being and overall academic success.
   In alignment with contemporary therapeutic approaches, the school has also introduced pet therapy. This initiative, supported by findings from Perkins (2020), offers one-on-one well-being sessions in the company of a dog. The presence of animals has been demonstrated to enhance contentment, elevate energy levels, boost self-esteem, and uplift mood. The integration of pet therapy into the school's well-being initiatives is a testament to its commitment to exploring diverse and effective avenues for supporting students.
   The school's dedication to a holistic approach is further evidenced by its robust partnership with external agencies. This collaboration extends to a wide range of services designed to meet the diverse needs of students and their families. Agencies such as Exchange, offering counselling for children to build resilience, and Brighter Futures, providing therapeutic play therapy for children and support sessions for their families, exemplify the school's proactive engagement with external resources. Home Support Cymru, another agency partnered with the school, takes a practical approach, offering guidance to parents on budgeting, cleaning, cooking, and various life skills. Notably, this agency operates as a first-response support system, distinct from social services.
   Interviews with the well-being officer offered additional insights into the school's well-being initiatives. Thrive sessions were expounded upon, detailing the methods employed to assess the unique needs of each child and determine the necessity for interventions. The officer provided valuable information about the referral process for the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) intervention, shedding light on the specific criteria guiding such interventions (refer to transcript B in the appendices)
   To conclusion, the school's unwavering commitment to well-being, as observed and substantiated through various channels, is commendable. Its approach, encompassing visual displays, collaborative partnerships, well-structured interventions, and alignment with contemporary therapeutic practices, reflects a holistic understanding of the multifaceted nature of well-being. This commitment extends beyond the immediate educational context to address the diverse needs of students and their families, exemplifying a comprehensive and empathetic approach to fostering well-being within the school community.

Conclusion & recommendations

Overall, this study has brought to light some notable critiques, primarily centred around the methodology employed for data collection and the relatively small sample size. These limitations have contributed to a scarcity of data, impeding the confidence in relying on findings and generalizing them to a broader context. The study's restricted scope, conducted solely within a single school and constrained by the availability of well-being staff, has further hindered the generalizability of the findings. Looking ahead to future research endeavours, I recognize the imperative of incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. By utilizing questionnaires and interviews, a dual approach can provide a more holistic understanding of how schools address Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). This comprehensive methodology aims to delve into the perspectives of both supported and non-supported children, as well as garner insights from teachers regarding the efficacy of interventions. Inspired by the successful approaches of fellow colleagues who employed a diverse set of interviews and surveys among both staff and students, I believe this multifaceted approach will yield a deeper and more nuanced insight into the subject matter. Furthermore, the strategic combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods in future research endeavours is poised to enrich my understanding and generate a comprehensive dataset. Recognizing that each method has inherent weaknesses that can be compensated for by the strengths of the other, this methodological synergy ensures a thorough and well-rounded coverage in data collection. Drawing upon the insights from Verhoef and Casebeer (1997), this holistic approach will provide a robust foundation for the subsequent analysis and interpretation of research findings. Based on the information gleaned from this study, a noteworthy recommendation emerges: the implementation of a daily check-in system in every classroom. However, this system should be tailored to the unique needs and comprehension levels of each class. What may be effective for year six students might not necessarily resonate with year two students, given the variance in their understanding of emotions. This tailored approach acknowledges the diverse needs across different age groups and seeks to create a more inclusive and impactful well-being strategy within educational settings.
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